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THEA^O NUEVOSTELLERSEALION ROOKERY

By Barton Warren Evermann

[Plates 1-3]

For many years the relation of the sea lions to the commercial fish-

eries of the California coast has been a matter of much concern. The
commercial fishermen have, with scarcely an exception, contended that

the sea lions are very destructive to the fisheries. There are two

species, the Steller sea lion {Eumetopias stelleri) and the California sea

lion (Zalophus calif ornianus)

,

and they are both condemned by the

fishermen. The former has rookeries from San Miguel Island north-

ward, the latter ranges from San Francisco southward, the two species

overlapping at the Golden Gate.

Complaints that the sea lions are very destructive to the fisheries,

especially of Monterey Bay and vicinity, come in periodically to the

Lighthouse Service and to the California Fish and GameCommission.

The commercial fishermen have urged that the seals be exterminated,

or at least that their numbers be greatly reduced. Usually these

requests have been denied, chiefly on the ground that the feeding habits

of the sea lions of the California coast have not been studied sufficiently

to determine to what extent, if at all, they are destructive to the com-

mercial fisheries.

In the summer of 1899, the late Prof. L. L. Dyche made some study

of this question in and near Monterey Bay. Professor Dyche exam-

ined the stomachs of 25 sea lions and found not a trace of fish in any of

them. In the summer of 1901, at the instance of the California Fish

and Game Commission, the matter was again taken up, and a special

commission of three naturalists was appointed to make an investiga-

tion. The commission consisted of the late Cloudsley Rutter of the

United States Fish Commission, Prof. Edwin C. Starks representing

the California Academy of Sciences, and Robert E. Snodgrass for the

California Fish and Game Commission. These investigators began

their work July 10, at the Purissima rookery, a few miles south of San

Francisco. They visited most of the rookeries on the coasts of Cali-

fornia, Oregon, and Washington, including Ano Nuevo and the Faral-

lons. They killed and examined stomach contents of 18 Steller sea

lions and 24 California sea lions. The stomachs of only 26 (13 of each

species) contained food. All of the Stellers had eaten fish, and five

had eaten squid or octopus. The number of squid was small, six being
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the maximum number in one sea lion, while the quantity of fish was

large, at least 35 pounds being taken from one stomach. Of the 13

California sea lions whose stomachs contained food, five had eaten

fish and eleven had eaten squid. The quantity of fish was trivial, 17

small fish being the maximum, while the remains of 100 to 300 squid

were found in each of five stomachs. These studies indicated that the

Steller sea lion is largely a fish eater and that the California sea lion

feeds chiefly on squid.

Further north, off the mouth of the Columbia, the fishermen claimed

that the Steller sea lions do great damage to the salmon fisheries, but

Mr. Rutter was not able to secure much convincing evidence.

While the investigations of the Rutter party were not sufficiently

comprehensive or prolonged to warrant a final decision, they show

rather definitely that sea lions cause very little damage to the fisheries,

and the little injury that is done is caused by the Steller sea lion, the

Cahfornia sea lion being almost entirely guiltless.

It is a matter for regret that these investigations were not continued.

Apparently no further study of the habits of the sea lions on the Cali-

fornia coast has been made since 1901.

Recently representations have been made to Capt. H. W. Rhodes,

superintendent of lighthouses, 18th District, that sea lions are doing

great damage to the commercial fisheries and permission to kill sea

lions on the lighthouse reservations has been requested. On June 24,

1920, the Bureau of Fisheries wired me asking whether I would recom-

mend granting to private companies the privilege of killing sea lions

for commercial purposes on the lighthouse reservations. Before reply-

ing to the Bureau I decided to visit Ano Nuevo Island and make a study

of the present condition of that rookery.

This I did in company with Mr. Joseph Mailliard, curator of birds

and mammals in the museum of the California Academy of Sciences.

Permission to land on the island was given us by Captain Rhodes who
also kindly instructed the keeper to show us every courtesy and assist

us in everyway possible. We reached the island soon after noon

June 27 and remained until noon the next day.

The largest and most important Steller sea lion rookery now on the

Cahfornia coast is that on Ano Nuevo (or New Year’s) Island. This

island lies about one-half mile off shore, 13 miles below the quaint little

village of Pescadero, or 63 miles down the coast from San Francisco.

The island consists of one main body with an area of two or three acres

and a number of outlying rocks upon which the sea lions haul out and

JOtJENAL OP MAMMALOGY,VOL. 2, NO. 1



18 JOUENAL OF MAMMALOGY

have their breeding grounds. These rocks are a hard, flinty, evenly

bedded shale of the Chico Cretaceous, and considerably tilted, the dip

being southwest and seaward at an angle of 10 to 50 degrees. The
surface is relatively smooth, one end being always a-wash, the other 10

to 20 feet above the water except at unusually high tides or during

storms. The island and its outlying rocks constitute a lighthouse

reservation and the sea Hons and sea birds breeding thereon have

always been protected. Permission to kill the sea hons on this rookery

has been sought by commercial fishermen and others but has never

been granted. Permits have, however, been given on two or three

occasions to kill a few animals for museum purposes.

During the time of our visit the weather was ideal and we were able

to observe and study the animals quite satisfactorily. We found the

sea lions occupying five principal rocks, with a few on two or three

smaller rocks. On the five larger rocks the animals apparently cov-

ered all the available space; in many places they were lying so close

together as to make a continuous mass. On the smaller, lower rocks

they were not so closely placed and were moving about more than in

the larger, more compact masses. Most of them were quiet and

apparently sleeping, but many kept moving about more or less, the

old bulls holding their heads high, roaring now and then, often gaping

as if drowsy, or chasing other bulls away, sometimes fighting savagely.

In these fierce fights between rival bulls the cows and pups often suffered

severely. Several old bulls were seen with great gashes or wounds

evidently inflicted by their rivals. At least four old bulls were seen so

severely wounded that each had withdrawn from the rookery proper

and retreated to some rock or unoccupied, isolated station. One
large dead bull was seen, evidently killed in some conflict.

The nearest occupied rock contained seven adult bulls, two cows and

one pup. This was apparently not a permanent part of the rookery

and all the seals took to the water upon our approach. The next rock

was completely covered. As a result of four counts, we placed the

number on this rock at not fewer than 200. At the right were other

sloping smooth rocks on which there were between 300 and 400 seals.

A smaller rock beyond these contained at least 100 animals. Still

further away were two much larger, oblong rocks, on each of which we
counted about 500 seals. To the right of these were some low-lying

rocks, always a-wash, on which there were usually 10 to 30 seals. As

the seals seemed to come and go on these rocks they probably do not

constitute a permanent part of the rookery.
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